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Birthright
by MargaretL. Carter
"This is your share of the money she'd saved." Mariel
placed the compact, heavy pouch in Noria's hand.
Even in the greasy lamplight of the inn's attic bedchamber, Noria could see by the look on her sister's face that
the hoard of coins was the least important reason for this
meeting. She set the pouch aside and waited.
"And this is the other part of Mother's bequest to you."
Mariel laid a small, silk-wrapped parcel on the bed and
began unfolding the cloth.
Noria searched Mariel's face for any hint of the r~
proach she expected, censure for Noria's absence when
their mother Trellia died. In fact, Noria had not seen her
mother since Mariel's wedding over a year previously.
Mariel, predictably enough, had married Trellia's assistant
in the family's herb-selling business. During the awkward
conversation at supper downstairs, Noria had already discovered that her sister had no children yet, and she'd
confirmed Mariel's guess that she herself still lived solitary.
Other than Trellia's death, there seemed nothing more to
discuss. Noria was glad her sister had suggested meeting at
this halfway point; at this time of mourning, accepting
hospitality at what used to be her home would have been
still more awkward.
Mariel uncovered a bracelet, a broad silver band meant
to clasp snugly around the wrist. "Mother said this was
your birthright, as the shop was mine." She flicked a
curling lock of russet hair away from her forehead, in a
gesture reminiscent of their late father.
Ironic, Noria thought, that each of them resembled the
wrong parent. Mariel, chosen as their mother's heir, had
the slender build and quick movements of their father.
Noria, who at the age of eight had gone with Father when
th~ir parents separated, had Mother's straight, golden-red
hair and tendency toward plumpness. "Birthright? Did
she explain what that meant?"
"She wasn't making a lot of sense toward the end, and
she was too weak to talk much anyway." Now a flash of
the expected resentment showed in Mariel's eyes. "Maybe
you would have understood her better than I could."
"Me? Compared to you, I hardly knew her." Since
their parents' separation, Noria had scarcely seen her
mother once a year. Her main childhood memories centered on Mother's scolding her for daydreaming when she
should have been working and for spending more time
reading books borrowed from the Temple sisters than a
merchant's child needed to do. Above all, she remembered
the harshness in Mother's voice whenever she did "odd"
thi_ngs - such as calling the family's hound-pup without her
voice or sweeping dirt into a comer of the kitchen without
touching it -actions Neria later recognized as precursors
of her magical talent.
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"Maybe not, but you're like her," Mariel said. "You
were her favorite."
And that was Noria's principal childhood memory of
her sister, being resented as a burden, the baby Mariel had
to care for when she'd rather be doing more interesting
things. But surprise at Mariel's words swept aside the
time-worn grudge. "Favorite? What are you talking
about? I'm the one she sent with Father when he left. I'm
the one she didn't want to keep." Noria swallowed a lump
in her throat. She thought she'd recovered from that hurt
long ago. Of course she'd enjoyed wandering with Father,
a traveling storyteller who'd decided, after years of trying,
that he could no longer stand the rooted life that satisfied
Mother. Helping in the herb-shop and spinning tales for
an occasional village holiday had left him feeling useless, he
said. Yes, Noria had loved her father, and if she hadn't
gone with him, she would never have met the mage whose
apprentice she had become. But that old rejection still
hurt.
"Haven't you figured out why she did that?" Mariel's
voice slipped into the familiar impatient tone, as if her
younger sister were unreasonably dense. "This past year,
she talked to me about those things, about how she sent
you away to protect you. She didn't want your talent
wakened. She hoped that away from her influence, you
wouldn't grow up into a sorceress like her. She thought it
was too dangerous a !if e."
Noria stared in amazement. With vague irritation, she
realized Mariel had planned this effect, but the shock
remained uppermost in Noria's mind. "Mother a sorceress? Impossible!"
Hardly that, she admitted to herself;
their parents had married late, and Mother had never
discussed her premarital life. "Why didn't she tell me?"
"Maybe she would have, if you'd ever taken the trouble
to visit for more than a day at a time." Another impatient
jab at the dangling curl. "You have no idea how it upset
her when you sent word that you'd become apprentice to
a mage. The very thing she'd tried to prevent! Toward the
end, though, she said maybe she was wrong, trying to
suppress your talent."
Noria shook her head, telling herself that only the
smoke from the lamp made it ache. "What did she mean
by 'dangerous'? Did she think I wouldn't have the sense
to be careful? And why did she give it up?"
Mariel sighed in apparent frustration. "She wouldn't
tell me much about that. All I know is that Father visited
her patron's keep on his regular circuit, and after a few
meetings they fell in love. She said she 'had to' give up
magic, and she persuaded Father to settle down with her
and start the herb-shop."
"Had to. That's no explanation at all." For the first

time, Noria paused to focus on the bracelet. It emitted a
faint aura. "Then what is this?"
"It's the only magical device she kept. She said you
would be able to take care of it." Mariel gestured at the
bracelet as if shooing an insect. "Well, there's your legacy.
Take it."
Noria reached for the object cautiously, as if it might
come to life and sting her. The silver felt smooth and cool
to her fingertips. Turning the bracelet in her hands, she
noticed symbols etched on it. Though she recognized a few
from her training, she couldn't piece together their overall
significance. A single green jewel, twice as large as her
thumbnail, adorned the bracelet. Yes, this is meant for me.
She fitted the bracelet onto her left forearm and fastened
the clasp. The metal brand embraced her arm like a living
creature. For an instant its magical aura flared. An icy
tingle vibrated through her nerves. A single chime echoed
inside her head. The lamp on the room's one table seemed
to glow brighter; colors, from her sister's autumn-hued hair
to the dusty green of the blanket, flared to fresh vividness.
A second later, the bracelet looked ordinary again, aside
from the faint glimmer of spell-energy. Mariel didn't seem
to have noticed Noria's momentary bemusement. Noria
decided not mention the effect she had felt. "Did Mother
say what this artifact is supposed to do?"
Mariel shook her head. "She was vague about it, when
she wasn't unconscious or out of her mind altogether.
Something about how he warped the thing, but you could
probably get it cleansed."
"He? Who?"
"How should I know?" Mariel gave an irritable shrug.
"She wouldn't say. If you'd been there, maybe you could
have gotten more sense out of her."
Noria wasn't surprised that Mariel wanted to make her
feel guilty for "neglecting" Mother. Never mind that
Mariel's last letter had insisted that the illness wasn't serious, and Noria need not detour from her intended route to
come home. Having learned a little self-restraint in her
years of study and travel, Noria swallowed the impulse to
defend her behavior.
She fingered the bracelet. If this amulet were "warped,"
perhaps she shouldn't wear it. Yet she felt reluctant to take
off something that fit so perfectly and already seemed
attuned -more, bonded - to her. If Mother thought I should
have it, she reassured herself, it must be safe..
She was relieved to find that Mariel had exhausted her
critical comments for the moment. With little more conversation, the two women washed up and changed into
their night-shifts. "You're welcome to the side near the
window," Noria said as they prepared to crawl between the
much-mended sheets. Accepting the offer as a peace overture, Mariel thanked her and gave her a perfunctory goodnight hug.
Noria let out a quiet sigh when Mariel sank into sleep
within a couple of minutes. Even with the lamp snuffed,
Nori a 's head still throbbed- from the stress of the evening,
she had to admit. If family life had to be like this, she didn't

plan to change her unmarried status. Nor did she want to
increase the frequency of her duty visits "home.•
She calmed herself with deep, rhythmic breaths and
tried to blank out her thoughts. After a while she drifted
into sleep.
A buxom young woman with red-gold hair faced a tall,
thin man, slightly older, with unlined skin but graystreaked auburn hair, across the polished stone floor of a
circular room. Noria recognized from the glimpses of sky
through the high windows that the chamber was in a tower,
the perfect location for a wizard's workshop, away from
casual interruptions. The woman's face should mean
something to her, she thought, but she couldn't grasp what.
"Drop it, Kerel," the woman said, her voice harsh with
strain. "You won't get around me with your devious
arguments this time. Give me my share of our savings. I'm
leaving."
With the certainty of dreams, Noria realized that this
young woman was her mother Trellia - Mother as Noria
barely remembered her from earliest childhood images.
The man answered coolly, a mocking edge in his voice,
"You'd throw away a court position for a matter of ethics?
Or is it for that talespinner you've been dallying with?"
Trellia's breast heaved with leashed anger. "When our
lord offered us this position, he hired us to be his employees
and advisors. I didn't learn magic to twist it and make him
into a tool - a puppet for your schemes."
"If we're talented and intelligent enough to learn magic,
we have the right to use it to milk wealth and power from
the less worthy." Kerel shrugged. "But we've been over
this many times. If you're fool enough to break our
partnership, take your money and go."
"You're no partner of mine anymore. Not since you
started using your skill for evil purposes. You're not what
I thought you were - you've changed." Trellia drew her
cloak tightly around her and turned to leave.
Kerel's thin smile made Noria wish the dream were real,
so she could slap him. "How melodramatic. You know
my opinion of 'evil' - a construct of priestesses, to protect
the weak at the expense of the powerful." The last thing
Noria saw was a close view of his face, with a glint of
amusement in the violet eyes.
A burst of light blotted out the image. She sat up in
bed, her eyes dazzled from the brilliance. A muffled boom
rumbled through the timbers of the inn. Thunder? As her
vision cleared, Noria saw that the moon still glowed in a
cloudless sky. Holding up her left arm, she studied the
green jewel gleaming in the moonlight.
Only then did she notice that the other half of the bed
was empty.
She listened for a moment, waiting for her eyes to adjust
to the dimness. No sound came from behind the screen
that shielded the chamber pot. She groped her way across
the room and fumbled at the door. It was still barred from
inside. She doubted Mariel could have climbed out the
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second-story window without waking her, and why would
her sister do such a thing, anyway?
Noria lit the lamp and surveyed the bedroom. A scrap
of parchment lay on Mariel's pillow.
Her hand shook as she snatched up the paper. "Daughter of Trellia," it said. "I have your sister. Bring me the
amulet you wear, and she will go free. The item is useless

to you and belongs to me by right. My home is half a day's
ride from your present location." A rough map was
sketched beneath the message.
Noria's heartbeat quickened. She had no trouble guess·
ing who the nameless writer must be - the wizard called
Kerel, whom she had glimpsed in a fragment of her
mother's past, transmitted to her through the amulet.
Ifhe wants it, why didn't he disable me and t.ake itf Noria
wondered. Perhaps the bracelet itself, bonded to her,
prevented that. She'd heard of such objects, which could
not be taken against the owner's will. And perhaps killing
her while she wore it would release explosive energies that
the thief dared not risk. The speculation kept her mind off
what a powerful mage this Kerel must be, to cast a teleporration spell.
She splashed water on her face to clear her bra.in and
scrambled into her tunic and trousers. Waiting until dawn
was out of the question. By now her mount should be
rested enough to carry her. She would have to wake the
stableboy, whether he liked it or not.
A few minutes later, she was on the road, leaving behind
a grumbling lad half-rnollified by a handful of coins. She
silently thanked the Lady for the full moon and dry
weather.
After the first hour, Noria began to wonder whether
she should have waited for morning. She'd had a tiring day
and only a few hours of sleep. And surely Kerel would not
destroy Mariel's bargaining value by killing her. Well, it
was too late to turn back now.
The horizon was turning gray by the time Noria picked
her way along the narrow, tree-lined din lane that, according to the map, led to Kerel's house. He lived off the main
track, apart from the nearest town, not unusual for a
sorcerer who wanted privacy for research. If he'd once
been a lord's court mage, he must have left that position.
She strained her ears for footsteps in the woods along·
side the path. WouldKerel have armed guards lying in wait
for her? She heard and saw no one; perhaps he was too
confident of his own powers.
Rounding a curve, she saw the house, two stories high,
with a stark facade of well-worked stone. As in the typical
wealthy home, most of the windows probably faced an
inner courtyard. She dismounted and rapped on the door
with a gold knocker shaped like a dragon's head.
It opened at once. An old man whose eyes drooped as
if he'd been routed from his bed gave her a cursory onceover. "The Master expects you. Turn left down the first
corridor and go to the third door." The servant stepped
outside to take the reins from her hand.
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No surprises yet, so maybe he really does mean to bargain,
Noria told herself. She hung her riding cloak in the entry·
way and proceeded up the hall. The silver band on her arm
felt colder than before.
When she tapped on the door to which the servant had
directed her, it swung open by itself. Cheap theatrics. Does
he think I'll be that easy to impress? Not that the sorcerer
needed to impress her any further, after teleporting Mariel.
Noria walked into a sitting-room. The door closed
behind her. She scanned the chamber - polished dark
wood floor, a divan with small tables at each end, an
armchair, a lamp in a wall sconce, a tapestry on the far wall
that might cover a window. Mariel, still in her night-shift,
huddled near one end of the divan. She sprang to her feet,
then abruptly collapsed. Kerel, seated in the chair to one
side of the room, made no attempt to stop her. He must
have bespelled her so that she couldn't move from that
spot.
Noria watched her sister trembling, knuckles pressed
against her lips. Fear-spell, too. That 's not Mariel's natural
behavior!
Kerel, dressed in a smoke-gray robe, nodded to Noria
without getting up. Though he had more gray in his hair
and wrinkles around his eyes and mouth than in her dream,
he didn't appear weakened by age. Perhaps he used magic
to enhance a naturally vigorous constitution. "I see you
have my bracelet. Hand it over, and you can take your
sister away.•
"Yours? My mother left it to me!" Noria argued
because she sensed the true intent underlying the sorcerer's
words. Once he had the bracelet, he would kill both of
them, to prevent them from trying to retrieve it. Hedoesn't
know the thing lets me into his mind. He doesn 't suspect! He
doesn't believe I'm gifted enough.
"Your mother and I were partners," Kerel said. "We
crafted the amulet together. Therefore, it belongs to me
now."
"Partners? Were you lovers?" While Noria didn't
want to believe her mother could have been intimate with
someone like Kerel, she had to acknowledge the possibility;
she knew so much less about Mother than she'd realized.
The wizard laughed softly. "Hardly. If that's the way
your mind works, no wonder you're no more than an
itinerant spell-vendor. Trellia must have diluted her gift,
mating with a common talespinner."
Noria knew better than to let him distract her with
insults. "She left the amulet to me - to be cleansed."
"That sounds like her, yes. We planned the device for
protection only. When I altered the design, to use it for
exerting some control over our employer, she flew into a
rage. I never suspected she would steal the item and take
it with her. When I discovered my loss, she and that lover
of hers - your father, I suppose?" He gave an ironic
half-bow. "They'd managed to lose themselves thoroughly. If she had worn or used the bracelet, I would have
found her, of course. I assumed she must have broken it
up to sell the silver and the gem. Who would be stupid

enough to keep such a thing of power and not use it?•
"Other people don't think the way you do." Noria
struggled to keep her breathing slow and even. If she let

herself panic, he would overcome her with ease. And she
knew she couldn't keep him talking forever.
"I'm losing patience with you," he s·iid, echoing her
thought. "Give me the artifact and be gone. You don't
even know how to use it. If you had known, you wouldn't
have worn it without safeguards. That is how I became
aware of you." He stood up and held out his hand. "Come
now, you owe me this. Thanks to Trellia's exaggerated
'ethics,' I lost our lord's patronage. Her last act before
deserting me was to inform him of my 'evil' plans. And
he made a point of cautioning every noble or wealthy
household in the region to shun me." Anger simmered
beneath the smooth tones.
Noria retreated a step. "So that's why you're living this
way. No patron will have you." Otherwise, she would
have heard of a mage as powerful as this.
He spread his hands as if to encompass the house and
its furnishings. "I live comfortably enough. But the occasional clients who seek my services don't afford a proper
scope for my gifts." Again he reached toward her.
"Enough! Give me the bracelet!"
She drew a deep breath. "No!"
Kerel whirled toward Mariel, his hands raised. With a
swift gesture, Noria unleashed a whiplash of force that
negated the killing bolt.
Astonished, Kerel turned on her. I'm stronger than he
thought! she exulted. But she knew her reserves would run
out before his. Her mind scrambled for an escape route
while she readied another offensive spell. Over the wizard's shoulder, she saw Mariel shivering, her arms wrapped
around her chest.
Blue lightning arced toward Noria from Kerel's fingertips. She blocked the attack and retaliated with one of her
own. Though her bolt was feeble compared to his, it was
enough to force him to concentrate on repelling it. Small
comfort, she mused, meanwhile shielding against his blows
and answering with ever-weaker bolts of her own.
As long as she kept him occupied, he couldn't harm her
sister. On the other hand, Noria, too, couldn't spare any
concentration from her mainly defensive tactics. He confirmed her misgivings with the remark, "You're wasting
energy. Once you're temporarily depleted, I'll kill you and
take the talisman without danger to myself. Give it up, and
you can still live."
He'llwear me down, and that will be the end. If only she
could use the bracelet against him. It must hold vast
potential, if he wanted it so much. But as he'd taunted her,
she didn't know how it worked.
Or did she need to know? If she focused on it, channeled her power through it and gave it free rein, the amulet
should do something. And she had one advantage the
wizard didn't suspect; the amulet had given her his name.
Except that she couldn't spare the energy, nor did she dare
shift her focus from Kerel's attacks.

In the background, she became aware of Mariel leaning
sideways, toward the small table next to the divan. She
could reach the table without actually moving her feet, as
the spell on her seemedto forbid. Noria saw her shuddering with the effort of fighting the magically-induced terror
that held her paralyzed.
Kerel remained unaware of his victim's efforts. He was
too preoccupied with the combat, his jaw clenched in
anger. Noria sensed how her resistance infuriated him.
Mariel's tremulous fingers clutched a vase on the end
table. She picked it up and flung it at Kerel's back.
The clumsy throw missed. The vase grazed the sorcerer's leg and shattered on the floor. But that diversion
was enough. Kerel spun halfway around, snarling at this
unexpected revolt.
Noria raised her left arm and poured all her mental
strength into the bracelet. The green gem blazed as if on
fire. "Kerel!"
A bright cloud swirled before her eyes. Alternate
waves of heat and cold swept through her. For an instant
she convulsed with an ecstasy that blinded her.
A second later, her senses cleared. Mariel, her expression rational once more, leaped up and stumbled toward
her. They held onto each other for support. "What did
you do to him?" Mariel whispered.
Noria stared at Kerel. He had crumpled into the chair.
That word seemed to fit, for he looked shrunken and
wrinkled. His hands scrabbled at the cushion, while his
eyes darted from side to side as if in search of something
half-forgotten.
Examining the bracelet, Noria discovered a pinpoint of
light in the depths of the gem, a gleam that hadn't been
there before. "This thing drained his magic,• she said. The
thought gave her a chill at the pit of her stomach. "Come
on, we'd better get out of here."
Kerel didn't seem to notice their leaving. Noria hurried
Mariel toward the exit and the stable. "His life was so
deeply entwined with his magic," she said, "that draining
it destroyed his intellect - everything that made him what
he is- was."
The servants gave them no trouble. Apparently no one
wanted to tangle with a sorceress who could reclaim a
victim from their master. When the two women were
mounted double and well on their way off Kerel's land,
Mariel, wrapped in Noria's cloak, finally asked, "Do you
think he'll ever recover?"
"I know little of devices like this," Noria said, "but I
don't see how he could. Not spontaneously.•
"By the way,• said Mariel after a while, "thank you for
coming after me."
"Well, I didn't have much choice, did I?" She knew she
sounded ungracious, but if she and Mariel didn't understand each other's ways by now, they never would. "And
thank you for distracting him. If you hadn't, we'd both be
dead."
"You're my sister, after all. Even if you are a bit

The Mythic Circle # 18, pg. 15

strange." After a thoughtful pause, she asked, "What will
you do with the bracelet?"
Noria suppressed a shiver. On one point Kerel was
right; she wasn't prepared for that kind of power. And in
the moment of invocation, she had actually enjoyed it. "I'll

do what Mother wanted - take the amulet to the temple
Sisters for cleansing. Then maybe I'll be able to find a good
use for it."
Again Mariel thought for a while before answering.
"Yes, I think that would have pleased her."

ODE TO RIP VflN WINKLE
by Phil Coffman
Up the Hill came the tiny traveler
carrying a container on his back.
I stopped and stared, uneasy,
until he called to me to come help him,
which I then promptly did.
I was down the mountain slope in a minute,
but was astounded at the distance the little Dwarf had made up
the mountain, in so short a time.
We carried the barrel, full of liquid, up the mountain.
Before we reached the top, we turned aside, taking a footpath.
We followed this as the sun moved west, and the shadows
lengthened. We came to a ravine, with a dried up stream,
and followed this into an amphitheater, made of stone.
In the amphitheater, there were others like my companion,
short, squarely-built, heavy-set, with long beards of different
shapes and colors. One companion had a fat face and little
pig-like eyes. Another's nose was as big as his face. They were
hairy, with thick beards, and bushy brows.
They looked at me hard, and I began to quiver.
They didn't speak a word, until one told me to start serving.
I began to be quite thirsty, as there was no water
in the dried up ravine. So I put to my lips a flagon
full of the dark brown liquid, and took a sip.
My thirst then got the better of me, and I drained
the goblet. "This is not bad."
So I filled another cup, and downed it at a gulp.
Thus it was, I drank what must not have been meant for my kind.
Or maybe it was some kind of joke?
The liquor soon went to my head, and I sat down at a table
on a tree stool cut from a log,
and set my head down.
My companions must have carried me away.
I awoke outside, on top of a green knoll, with the crows
wheeling about, cawing.
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